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 Execution
GIVEN THE pro tracted po -
liti cal and military run up to
it, the ac tual start of DE LIB -
ER ATE FORCE was al most
an ti cli mac tic. The spe cific
“trig ger event” for the cam -
paign was the ex plo sion of a

mor tar bomb in Sara jevo’s Mrkale Mar ket -
place that killed 37 peo ple on the morn ing
of 28 August 1995. In the normal course of
events for the un for tu nate city, a mor tar ex -
plo sion was un re mark able, but this one
caused ex cep tional and im me di ately tele -
vised blood shed. Fur ther, its tim ing made an
in ter ven tion ist re sponse vir tu ally cer tain.
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Since Gen eral Jan vier was in Paris at the mo -
ment, Adm Leigh ton Smith con tacted
COMUN PRO FOR, Lt Gen Ru pert Smith, in
Sara jevo as soon as he heard the news. The
two com mand ers agreed that, while UN in -
ves ti ga tors worked to as sign cer tain blame for 
the at tack, Ad mi ral Smith would be gin
prepar ing for bomb ing op era tions, if re -
quired. At 0200 on the 29th, Gen eral Smith
called Ad mi ral Smith to re port that he was
now cer tain that Bosnian Serb forces had
fired the shell and that he con se quently was
“turn ing his key.” The UN gen eral, how ever,
asked CINCAF SOUTH to de lay launch ing at -
tacks for 24 hours to give peacekeep ing units
in Bos nia time to pull into po si tions they

could de fend, should the Serbs launch re talia -
tory at tacks against them. Also, it was nec es -
sary for Gen eral Jan vier to re turn and ap prove 
the fi nal list of tar gets for the ini tial strikes.
Af ter a number of con ver sa tions with Ad mi ral 
Smith dur ing the day, Jan vier fi nally did ap -
prove 10 of 13 ini tial tar gets that had been
pro posed by Gen er als Ryan and Smith, and al -
ready ten ta tively ap proved by Ad mi ral
Smith.62

Mean while, Gen eral Ryan and his staff at
the CAOC worked fe ver ishly to ready the
assigned NATO air forces for bat tle. In fact,
Ryan had ar rived in the CAOC on the
morning of the 28th to ex er cise the VUL CAN
protec tion plan for Sara jevo. With an ac tual
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crisis at hand, the gen eral can celed VUL CAN
and fo cused his staff on ac ti vat ing and
modifying, as nec es sary, the op era tional
plans and unit re in force ments that com prised 
what amounted to the DE LIB ER ATE FORCE
plan. While wait ing for or ders to start op -
erations and ap proval of the ini tial tar get list 
by Gen eral Jan vier and Ad mi ral Smith, the
AIRSOUTH com mander con cen trated on
alerting his units, re fin ing the air task ing mes -
sage that would guide their op era tions for
the first day of bomb ing, and bring ing ad di -
tional air and sup port forces into the thea ter, 
as re quired. The de lay on start ing op era tions
was use ful here, in that it pro vided time to
flow ad di tional US Air Force, Navy, and Ma -
rine air craft into Avi ano and to swing the
car rier Theo dore Roo se velt into the Adri atic in
time to launch air craft on the first strikes.
He also re af firmed to his staff that he in -
tended to en sure that the weap ons and tac tics
util ized by NATO would be se lected and
flown to ac com plish the re quired lev els of
de struc tion at mini mum risk of un planned
or col lat eral dam age to mili tary and ci vil ian
peo ple and prop erty. Ryan and Ad mi ral
Smith were in full agree ment that the dip lo -
matic sen si tivi ties of the cam paign made
col lat eral dam age an is sue of piv otal stra te -
gic im por tance. Ryan be lieved that a stray
bomb that caused ci vil ian casu al ties would
take the in ter ven tion ists off the moral high
ground, mar shal world opin ion against the
air cam paign, and proba bly bring it to a halt
be fore it had its in tended ef fects.6 3 Ry an’s
com mand was ready for op era tions by the
end of the 29th. Then, af ter wait ing out the
24- hour de lay to al low UN peacekeep ers
time to hun ker down in their de fen sive po si -
tions, the first NATO jets went “feet dry”
over the Bosnian coast at 0140 on the
30th, laden with bombs to make the first
strike. The strikes would con tinue, as the UN
had just warned the Bosnian Serb army (BSA) 
com mander, Gen eral Mladic, un til “such
time as . . . the threat of fur ther at tacks by the
BSA has been elimi nated.”

The physi cal and tem po ral di men sions of
the en su ing cam paign were fairly com pact, par -
ticu larly when com pared to the scale and scope

of a ma jor air cam paign, such as Op era tion DE -
SERT STORM dur ing the 1990–91 Gulf War.
Com pared to the vast reaches of South west
Asia, NATO air at tacks in DE LIB ER ATE FORCE
oc curred in a triangu lar area only about 150
nau ti cal miles wide on its north ern base and
stretch ing about 150 miles again to the south.
The weight of the NATO at tack also was rela -
tively lim ited. DE SERT STORM lasted 43 days.
But dur ing the 22 cal en dar days of DE LIB ER ATE 
FORCE, NATO air craft and a sin gle US Navy
ship fir ing a vol ley of tac ti cal land at tack mis -
siles (TLAM) ac tu ally re leased weap ons against
the Serbs on just 12 days. Two days into the
cam paign, at the re quest of Gen eral Jan vier,
NATO com mand ers halted of fen sive air op era -
tions against the Serbs for four days to en cour -
age ne go tia tions. When use ful ne go tia tions
failed to ma te ri al ize, they re sumed bomb ing on 
the morn ing of 5 Sep tem ber and con tin ued
through the 13th. When no ti fied by Gen Ru -
pert Smith on 14 Sep tem ber that Gen eral
Mladic and President Karadzic of the Serb Re -
pub lic had accepted the UN’s terms, CINC -
SOUTH and Gen eral Jan vier jointly sus pended
of fen sive op era tions at 2200. They de clared the
cam paign closed on 20 Sep tem ber.

The to tal air forces in volved in cluded about
220 fighter air craft and 70 sup port air craft from 
three US serv ices, Great Brit ain, It aly, Ger many,
Hol land, Greece, Tur key, Spain, and France—all
di rectly as signed to AIR SOUTH and based
mainly in It aly—and a steady stream of air lift
air craft bring ing for ward units and sup plies. On 
days when strikes were flown, the AIRSOUTH-
 assigned forces launched an av er age of four or
five air- to- ground “pack ages,” in volv ing per -
haps 60 or 70 bomb- dropping sor ties and an -
other one hun dred to 150 other sor ties to pro -
vide com bat air pa trol, de fense sup pres sion,
tanker, re con nais sance, and sur veil lance sup -
port to the “shoot ers.” In to tal, DE LIB ER ATE
FORCE in cluded 3,515 air craft sor ties, of which
2,470 went “feet dry” over the Bal kans re gion to 
de liver 1,026 weapons against 48 tar gets, in -
clud ing 338 in di vid ual de sired mean points of
im pact (DMPI).64 These fig ures equated to just
about a busy day’s sor tie count for coa li tion air
forces dur ing the Gulf War—and only a tiny
frac tion of the 227,340 weap ons those air forces 
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re leased against the Iraqis in the 43 days of
DE SERT STORM.

For all of DE LIB ER ATE FOR CE’s brev ity, lim -
ited scale, and op era tional one- sidedness, the
vari ous re search ers of the BACS all dis cov ered
that the exe cu tion phase of the op era tion of -
fered many in sights into the ap pli ca tion and
use ful ness of air power in a com plex re gional
con flict. Sum ma rized here are only those of
their dis cov er ies that seem to have the broad est
im por tance to the gen eral com mu nity of air -
power think ers. Some of these dis cov er ies stem
from the op era tional con text of the con flict.
Oth ers stem from the con tin ued, even in -
creased, po liti cal and dip lo matic com plex ity of
DE LIB ER ATE FORCE in its exe cu tion phase.

From the in cep tion of its study, the BACS
team an tici pated that lead er ship would be a
broadly in ter est ing area of in quiry. Re ports
from the field and sub se quent in ter views
high-lighted the ex cep tion ally close con trol
Gen eral Ryan ex er cised over DE LIB ER ATE
FORCE tac ti cal events. Re flect ing his and Ad -
mi ral Smith’s con vic tion that “every bomb
was a po liti cal bomb,” Gen eral Ryan per son ally 
over-saw the se lec tion of every DMPI in every
tar get. He also per son ally scru ti nized every
se lec tion—or “weaponeer ing”—de ci sion
made for the ac tual weap ons to be used
against DMPIs, and he ex am ined or di rected
many tac ti cal de ci sions about such things as
the strike launch times, the spe cific com po si -
tion of at tack for ma tions, and the se lec tion of 
bomb- run routes. In his words, Ryan felt
obliged to ex er cise such close con trol to
mini mize the risk of er ror and, if mis takes
were made, to en sure that they would be at -
trib ut able to him—and him alone.65 Ry an’s
ap proach to lead er ship, in other words, was
con sciously cho sen and ap pro pri ate to the
cir cum stances as he saw them.

To place Gen eral Ry an’s acute at ten tion to
tac ti cal de tails in a broader his tori cal con text, 
Maj Chris Orn dorff pointed out that it had
much in com mon with the great cap taincy of
field com mand ers in the pe riod up to and in -
clud ing the Na po le onic era. Great cap tains
and great cap taincy, Orn dorff ex plained,
were epito mized by Na poléon and his art of
com mand. He was the mas ter prac ti tio ner of

an art of com mand char ac ter ized by close at -
ten tion to the lo gis ti cal and tac ti cal de tails of
ar mies, as well as with their stra te gic guid -
ance. Great cap tains prac ticed this broad
range of in ter ven tion be cause it was vi tal to
their suc cess and be cause they had the means
to do so. Be cause ar mies were small, in di vid -
ual tac ti cal events as sumed great im por tance,
and con tem po rary com mu ni ca tions al lowed
a sin gle com mander to moni tor and con trol
such de tails in a timely man ner. But as the in -
dus trial revo lu tion pro gressed through the
nine teenth cen tury, the size of ar mies and the
scope of their op era tions vastly in creased.
Great cap taincy, at least to the ex tent that it
in volved close over sight of lo gis ti cal and tac -
ti cal de tails, be came im prac ti cal in wars be -
tween large in dus trial states. In re sponse, the
Prus sians led the world in de vel op ing a
military sys tem based on cen tral ized stra te gic
com-mand, gen er al ized plan ning by trained
staff of fi cers, and de cen tral ized exe cu tion of
op era tions and lo gis ti cal sup port by
standard- ized units in ac cor dance with the
guid ance of the first two groups. Among the
many fea tures of this sys tem was a di vi sion of
la bor that had sen ior com mand ers think ing
stra te gi cally and es chew ing close man age -
ment of tac ti cal de tails. These cul tural ar -
range ments, cou pled with a so phis ti cated ap -
proach to military train ing and edu ca tion,
were, in the sum ma tion of one his to rian, an
ef fort by the Prus sians to in sti tu tion al ize a
sys tem whereby  or di nary men could rep li cate 
the mili tary gen ius of a great cap tain, such as
Na poléon, on a sus tained ba sis and on an in -
dus trial scale.66 Given that per spec tive, Orn -
dorff sug gested that Gen eral Ry an’s close su -
per vi sion of DE LIB ER ATE FOR CE’s tac ti cal
de tails mer its close ex ami na tion of the con di -
tions that made it ap par ently suc cess ful in an
age when the staff sys tem seems to have oth -
er wise sup planted great cap taincy in war.

In net, Ma jor Orn dorff’s con clu sions re -
flected the uni ver sal con sen sus among eve ry -
one in ter viewed for the study that Gen eral
Ry an’s ex cep tional in volve ment in the tac ti -
cal de tails of DE LIB ER ATE FORCE re flected
both his pre roga tives as the com mander and
an ap pro pri ate re sponse to the po liti cal and
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mili tary cir cum stances of the op era tion. Such 
was the case, Orn dorff be lieved, be cause the
cir cum stances of DE LIB ER ATE FORCE con -
formed in im por tant ways to cir cum stances
that gave rise to pre in dus trial com mand prac -
tices. Tac ti cal events, namely the de struc tion
of spe cific tar gets and the pos si bil ity of suf fer -
ing NATO casu al ties, po ten tially car ried pro -
found stra te gic im pli ca tions. The NATO air
forces in volved were small in re la tion to the
ca paci ties of the com mand, con trol, com mu -
ni ca tions, and in tel li gence sys tems avail able
to find tar gets, moni tor and di rect forces, and
main tain com mand link ages. Draw ing on the 
anal ogy of an ear lier com mander stand ing on 
a hill, Orn dorff sug gested that Gen eral Ryan
had the sen sory and cog ni tive ca pa bil ity to
em brace the air bat tle com pre hen sively, as -
sess the tac ti cal and stra te gic flow of events,
and di rect all of his forces in a timely man ner. 
In the words of one sen ior US Air Force leader, 
there fore, Gen eral Ryan not only could ex er -
cise close tac ti cal con trol over his forces, but
also was obliged to do so.67

Ma jor Orn dorff and other mem bers of the
team did iden tify some po ten tial draw backs of
Gen eral Ry an’s great cap taincy. Most nota bly, 
it fo cused a tre men dous amount of work on
the gen eral and a few mem bers of his staff.
In di vidu als work ing closely with Ryan in the
CAOC, such as Col Dan iel R. Zo erb, AIR SOUTH
di rec tor of plans, Col Ste ven R. Te ske, CAOC di -
rec tor of plans, and Col Doug las J. Rich ard son,
CAOC di rec tor of op era tions, worked 18- hour
days through out the cam paign.68 Af ter two
weeks, they were, by their own ac counts, very
tired. At the same time, other mem bers of the
CAOC staff were un deru til ized, as some of their 
cor po rate tacti cal re spon si bili ties were ab -
sorbed, at least in their cul mi nat ing steps, by
the small group of of fi cers work ing around
Ryan. Mean while, some of the higher re spon si -
bili ties that might have fallen on Ryan, in his
ca pac ity as the sen ior op era tional com mander,
de volved on his chief of staff in Naples, Maj
Gen Mi chael Short. Act ing as the rear eche lon
com mander of AIR SOUTH, Gen eral Short be -
came re spon si ble for, among many things, as -
pects of the pub lic af fairs, lo gis ti cal, po liti cal,
and mili tary co or di na tion func tions of DE LIB -

ER ATE FORCE. In ret ro spect, Gen eral Short
be lieved that while this di vi sion of la bor
made good sense un der the cir cum stances, he 
felt that he and Gen eral Ryan had not fully an -
tici pated all of the staff and com mu ni ca tions
re quire ments needed to keep him up- to- date
on op era tions and other is sues. As a con se -
quence, Gen eral Short some times found it dif fi -
cult to pre pare timely an swers to higher- level
inquir ies about op era tions or Gen eral Ry an’s
plans.69 Taken with the ef fect of Gen eral Ry an’s
cen tral ized lead er ship style on the CAOC’s di vi -
sion of la bor, Gen eral Short’s expe ri ence in di -
cates a need for air men to antici pate that lead -
er ship style is an im por tant choice—one that
can shape staff pro- cesses and mo rale sig nifi -
cantly.

Maj Mark Con vers ino wrote the BACS
chapter on DE LIB ER ATE FORCE op era tions,
with a pri mary fo cus on the ac tivi ties of the
31st Fighter Wing at Avi ano AB.7 0 In net, his
re search re vealed that the wing’s great suc cess 
in the cam paign re flected the pro fes sion al ism 
and skills of its per son nel, rang ing from its
com mander to in di vid ual jun ior tech ni cians
work ing on the flight line. From July 1995,
the 31st Wing formed the core of the 7490th
Wing (Pro vi sional), an or gani za tion es tab -
lished to em brace the nu mer ous USAF fighter
and sup port squad rons and US Navy and Ma -
rine air units brought to Avi ano for DENY
FLIGHT. These units made Avi ano a busy
place. At its peak strength, the 7490th Wing
in cluded about one hun dred air craft, all
crowded onto a base with only one run way
and de signed to han dle nor mally a wing of
about 75 fight ers. The crowded con di tions
of the base made the cho re og ra phy of main -
tain ing, serv ic ing, and mov ing air craft about
the field so tight and dif fi cult that many of
the peo ple work ing there be gan call ing it the
“USS Avi ano,” in al lu sion to the con di tions
nor mally pre vail ing on the deck of an
aircraft car rier. Moreo ver, the com mander
of the 7490th, Col Char les F. Wald, and his
staff were  re spon si ble for tac ti cal co or di na tion
with other NATO squad rons scat tered around
It aly. Time pres sures and lim ited com mu ni -
ca tions chan nels made this task daunt ing.
Had the 31st Wing’s per ma nently and tem po -
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rar ily as signed per son nel not per formed at
such a high level across the board, DELIBE -
RATE FORCE in rea son able prob abil ity would 
have fallen flat on its face.

At the same time, Ma jor Con versi no’s chap -
ter iden ti fies sev eral sources of psy cho logi cal
stress at Avi ano that, over a more pro tracted
cam paign, might have un der mined the pro vi -
sional wing’s high per form ance and mo rale.
The pres ence of fami lies was one po ten tial
source of stress. Avi ano was the 31st Wing’s
per ma nent base. Con se quently, the fami lies of
many of the wing’s per son nel lived in the vi cin -
ity. Dur ing DE LIB ER ATE FORCE, these fami lies
could be both a source of emo tional strength
for the com bat air crew and a po ten tial source
of worry and dis trac tion. On the one hand,
spouses brought meals and moral sup port to
the units. On the other hand, they and their
chil dren were there, com plete with their school 
prob lems, bro ken cars, anxieties, and so forth.
While, in gen eral, mo rale stayed high at Avi -
ano, it is im por tant to realize that the cam -
paign lasted only two weeks and that the wing
took no casu al ties. Many of the in di vidu als and
some com mand ers in ter viewed by Con vers ino
and other BACS mem bers ex pressed con cern at
what would have hap pened to the emo tional
tenor of the base com mu nity and to the con -
cen tra tion of the com bat air crew men, had the
cam paign gone on longer with casu al ties or
with the ma te ri ali za tion of ter ror ist threats
against the fami lies. Dur ing op era tions, one
squadron com mander even con sid ered evacu -
at ing de pend ents if DE LIB ER ATE FORCE
dragged on.71

An other source of stress stemmed from the
un fa mil iar na ture of the DE LIB ER ATE FORCE
mis sion. Ac tu ally, at the level of tac ti cal
opera tions, the op era tional tempo, tac tics, and
threats of the cam paign were much like
those that 31st Wing air men would have ex -
pected to face in a high- intensity conflict.
Daily flights as ele ments of “go ril las” of at tack,
de fense sup pres sion, elec tronic war fare, es -
cort, and tanker air craft—po ten tially in the face
of radar- directed an ti air craft de fenses—look
pretty much the same tac ti cally, re gard less of
the “lim ited” or “con ven tional” na ture of a
con flict at the op era tional and stra te gic level.

But these con flicts do dif fer at the op era tional 
and stra te gic lev els, and therein lay a source
of con fu sion and ten sion be tween the field
units and the CAOC. Air men in the field
found them selves fight ing a tac ti cally con -
ven tional cam paign at po ten tially sub stan tial
risk from en emy ac tion. The CAOC made
plans and is sued or ders that reflected the op -
era tional- and strategic- level constraints and re -
straints in her ent in the air cam paign’s iden tity
as the mili tary arm of a lim ited peace op era tion. 
The dif fer ence be tween these per spec tives was
mani fested in the con fu sion and frus tra tion felt 
by some in ter viewed air men over such things as 
the rules of en gage ment, out side “in ter fer ence” 
with their de tailed tac ti cal plans and de ci sions,
ap par ent re stric tions on the flow of in tel li gence 
in for ma tion to the field, and so forth. Since
these things came to the field via the CAOC, a
number of the BACS in ter view ees ex pressed a
sense that they were fight ing one war and that
the CAOC was fight ing an other one, with the
CAOC’s ver sion of the war tend ing to put the
fly ers at greater and un nec es sary risk.72

Ma jor Con vers ino also iden ti fied sev eral lo -
gis ti cal prob lems that might have un der mined
the power of the air cam paign, had it gone on
longer. Un der the US Air For ce’s “lean lo gis tics”
con cept, air bases nor mally do not have large
stocks of sup plies and spare parts on hand. The 
con cept as sumes that mod ern lo gis tics tech -
niques can move sup plies and parts from
home land de pots quickly enough to meet de -
mands and, thereby, re duce the size of the ware -
house and main te nance op era tions a base has
to main tain to sus tain op era tions. At Avi ano,
one mani fes ta tion of lean lo gis tics was that the
base ex pe ri enced short ages in sev eral ar eas of
sup ply as soon as op era tions be gan. One of the
more criti cal short ages was in air craft tow ve hi -
cles (“bob cats”) and their tires. Com pound ing
the prob lem, the “war” be gan on a Wednes day,
mean ing that state side de pots, which stayed on
a peace time sched ule, were closed for the week -
end, just as ur gent re quests for sup plies be gan
to flow in from Avi ano. Quick calls to su per vi -
sors opened up the de pots, but some sup ply
prob lems, such as bob cat tires, were not solved
dur ing DE LIB ER ATE FORCE op era tions.
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Com ple ment ing Ma jor Con versi no’s
broad re view of DE LIB ER ATE FORCE op era -
tions, Lt Col Rick Sar gent, in a mas sive chap ter,
shifted the fo cus of the BACS to a more mi cro -
scopic as sess ment of the weap ons, tac tics, and 
target ing as pects of the air cam paign.7 3 Af ter a
de tailed dis cus sion of the types of manned and
un manned air craft em ployed dur ing the op era -
tion, Sar gent de scribed the precision- guided
mu ni tions (PGM) used and their fun da men tal
im por tance to its con duct and out come. Be -
cause NATO air com mand ers were con cerned
with get ting the fast est pos si ble re sults from
their op era tions, while mini miz ing col lat eral
dam age and casu al ties, Sar gent ar gued that
“pre ci sion guided mu ni tions be came the over -
whelm ing weap ons of choice dur ing air strike
op era tions.” Of the 1,026 bombs and mis siles
ex pended dur ing DE LIB ER ATE FORCE, 708
were PGMs. Most of Lieu ten ant Colo nel Sar -
gent’s de tailed dis cus sion of spe cific weap ons
and em ploy ment tac tics re mains clas si fied. In
gen eral, how ever, his work dem on strates that
PGM em ploy ment has be come a com plex sci -
ence. There are now nu mer ous types of PGMs
avail able, each with dis tinct char ac ter is tics of
tar get ac qui si tion, range, ter mi nal ef fects, and
cost. Tac ti cians and “weaponeers” must know
and un der stand those char ac ter is tics to be able
to make suit able de ci sions about their em ploy -
ment within the bounda ries of time, tar gets,
and ROE. The criti cal ity of those de ci sions will
only in crease for many likely con flicts, for, as
Sar gent re ports Gen eral Ryan as hav ing said,
“dumb bombs are dead.” Un guided weap ons
likely will re tain their util ity in many circum -
stances, but in cases in which time and tol er -
ance for un wanted ef fects are in short sup ply,
they are be com ing un nec es sar ily risky to use.

Sar gent’s re search, as well as that of other
mem bers of the BACS team, also high lighted
the need for air plan ners and weaponeers to
rec og nize that PGMs not only dif fer in their
tech ni cal char ac ter is tics and ef fects, but also
may dif fer in their po liti cal and emo tional ef -
fects. The case in point here was the em ploy -
ment of 13 TLAMs on 10 Sep tem ber. Gen eral
Ryan re quested, and Ad mi ral Smith ap -
proved, the use of these long- range, ship-
 launched mis siles mainly on the mili tary

grounds that they were the best weap ons avail -
able to take out key Bosnian Serb air de fense
sys tems in the Banja Luka area, with out risk to 
NATO air crews. As it turned out, these mis -
siles were more than just an other weapon in
the con text of Bos nia. TLAMs rep re sented the
high end of PGM tech nol ogy. Their sud den
use in Bos nia sig naled to many peo ple that
NATO was ini ti at ing a sig nifi cant es ca la tion
of the con flict. That was not the in tent of the
mili tary com mand ers, but the ac tion was
taken that way. Many mem bers of the NAC
were also up set by the fact that they had not
been con sulted on the use of these ad vanced
weap ons be fore they were fired.7 4 At the same
time, Ad mi ral Smith re ported that he sub se -
quently learned from an Ameri can dip lo mat
in con tact with the Bosnian Serbs that the
TLAMs “scared the [slang word for fe ces] out
of the Serbs.” It was, ac cord ing to the ad mi ral, 
more evi dence to the Serbs that NA TO’s in -
tent was se ri ous and that they “did not have a
clue where [they] could go next.”75 Clearly,
the term weaponeer ing  must carry a broad
mean ing for the sen ior com mand ers and the
tech ni cians in volved in the pro cess.

In a simi lar vein to Lieu ten ant Colo nel Sar -
gent’s ef fort, Maj Mark McLaugh lin ex am -
ined the na ture of NATO com bat as sess ment
dur ing the air cam paign. Be gin ning at the
theo reti cal level, McLaugh lin wrote that com -
bat as sess ment is the pro cess by which air
com mand ers de ter mine how they are do ing
in re la tion to at tain ing their ob jec tives.
Through a three- step pro cess of bat tle
damage as sess ment (BDA), mu ni tions ef fec -
tive ness as sess ment, and re at tack rec om men -
da tions, com mand ers learn if their at tacks
and the weap ons with which they make them
are bring ing the en emy closer to de feat at the
best pos si ble rate. Ef fec tive com bat as sess -
ment, there fore, is a vi tal tool for evalu at ing
and re fin ing tac tics and op era tional con cepts.

At the prac ti cal level, McLaugh lin wrote
that, while the CAOC’s com bat as sessment
pro cess worked well, there were prob -
lems—par ticu larly in the area of BDA. No ta ble
even be fore DE LIB ER ATE FORCE were the
near ab sence of NATO BDA doc trine and the
un even ex pe ri ence and train ing lev els of the
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vari ous na tional per son nel do ing BDA in the
CAOC. The dif fer ent NATO air forces had dif -
fer ent stan dards and meth ods for as sessing
dam age. For the sake of stan dardi za tion,
CAOC BDA man ag ers at tempted to train their
sub or di nates in US doc trine and pro ce dures.
But that pro cess was un der mined by the
rapid turn over of their staffs, en gen dered by
the prac tice of man ning the CAOC mainly
with TDY per son nel. The net ef fect of these
prob lems, ac cord ing to McLaugh lin, was a
some what slug gish pace in the flow and as -
sess ment of BDA data into, within, and out of
the CAOC. In turn, the po ten tially nega tive
ef fects of the slow pace of BDA, at least in
terms of avoid ing con flict ing pub lic as sess -
ments of how the bomb ing cam paign was go -
ing, were mini mized by the com pact ness of
the air cam paign and its tar get list, by Gen-
eral Ry an’s de ci sion to make all de fini tive
BDA de ter mi na tions him self, and by Ad mi ral
Smith’s close hold on the out flow of com bat
as sess ment in for ma tion to the press and even
to NATO mem ber gov ern ments. Whether or
not the flow of the com bat as sess ment pro -
cess was pain fully slow, nei ther com mander
in tended to or had to make judg ments un der
the pres sure of pub lic scru tiny and per haps
coun ter vail ing analy sis.

In the short est chap ter of the BACS, Ma jor
McLaugh lin also of fered a suc cinct as sess -
ment of the ef fec tive ness of DE LIB ER ATE
FORCE. Rec og niz ing that the per spec tives of
Bosnian Serb lead ers had to be the foun da -
tion for as sess ing the cam paign, McLaugh lin
pro posed that its ef fec tive ness “should be
judged for [its] di rect im pact . . . in light of the 
con cur rent vic to ries by Croa tian and Mus lim
(Fed era tion) ground forces, American-
 sponsored dip lo matic ini tia tives, and Ser bia’s 
po liti cal pres sure on its Bosnian Serb cous -
ins.” Fol low ing this pre scrip tion, McLaugh -
lin il lus trated the ef fects of the bomb ing on
the psy che and cal cu la tions of the Serb lead -
ers through the ac counts of the vari ous dip lo -
mats who dealt with them. As the cam paign
pro ceeded through ac tive bomb ing, pause,
and more bomb ing, McLaugh lin traced a
steady de te rio ra tion in the will of Presi dent
Mi losevic, Presi dent Karadzic, and Gen eral

Mladic to re sist NATO and UN de mands.
Croa tian and Mus lim (Fed era tion) ground of -
fen sives go ing on at the same time served to
in crease the pres sure on Serb lead ers. In rapid
shut tle di plo macy, Am bas sa dor Hol brooke
ex ploited these pres sures to coax and bully
the Serbs into mak ing con ces sions. A ma jor
bar rier to prog ress went down on 8 Sep tem -
ber, when re gional lead ers met with Hol -
brooke at Ge neva and agreed that the fu ture
Fed era tion of Bos nia would in clude a Bosnian 
Fed era tion of Croats and Mus lims and a sepa -
rate and coe qual Serb Re pub lic. The agree -
ment also al lowed the two en ti ties to “es tab -
l ish par al  lel  spe cial re la tions with
neigh bor ing coun tries,” and it rec og nized
that the Fed era tion and the Serb Re pub lic
would con trol 51 per cent and 49 per cent of
Bosnia’s ter ri tory, re spec tively—a di vi sion of
land long es tab lished in the so- called Con tact
Group’s pro pos als.76 Thus, the Bosnian Serbs
had in hand what they most wanted—auton -
omy. Un der con tinu ing pres sure from ground 
and air at tacks, they found it eas ier to ac cept
UN de mands, and on 14 Sep tem ber Hol -
brooke and Mi losevic suc cess fully pres sured
Karadzic and Mladic to end their ac tive mili -
tary pres sure on Sara jevo.

DE LIB ER ATE FORCE was about di plo -
macy—get ting the Bosnian Serbs to end their
sieges on the safe ar eas and to en ter into pro -
duc tive ne go tia tions for peace. Con se quently,
sev eral BACS re search ers, Ma jor McLaugh lin
par ticu larly, ex am ined the in ter con nec tions
be tween DE LIB ER ATE FORCE and the on go ing
dip lo matic pro cess.77 What they found, in gen -
eral, was that these in ter con nec tions were dif fi -
cult to “pack age” and de scribe in a man ner that
was dis tinct and sepa rate from other events and
forces in flu enc ing the course of di plo macy. De -
spite its brev ity and lim ited mili tary scope, DE -
LIB ER ATE FORCE turned out to be a com plex
dip lo matic event, one in flu enced by mili tary
op era tions other than the air cam paign—and by 
the con duct of dip lo matic ac tivi ties in sev eral
ven ues. A use ful and de fen si ble de scrip tion of
the re la tion ship be tween air power and di plo -
macy in this case, there fore, re quires a clear un -
der stand ing of these other op era tions and ac -
tivi ties.
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One of the more im me di ate ef fects of the
bomb ing cam paign was that it un der scored
and, to some de gree, man dated a tem po rary
shift of the in ter ven tion’s dip lo matic lead from
the UN to the Con tact Group. Formed in the
sum mer of 1994, the Con tact Group rep re -
sented the for eign min is tries of the United
States, Great Brit ain, France, Ger many, and
Rus sia. The group’s sole pur pose was to pro vide 
an al ter na tive mecha nism to the UN for ne go ti -
at ing a peace set tle ment in the re gion. Since it
had none of the UN’s hu mani tar ian and
peacekeep ing re spon si bili ties to di vert its at -
ten tion or weaken its free dom to ne go ti ate
force fully, the group’s re la tion ship with the
Bosnian Serbs was more overtly con fron ta -
tional than the UN’s. This suited the US rep re -
sen ta tive to the group, Am bas sa dor Hol brooke, 
just fine. As the as sis tant sec re tary of state for
Euro pean and Ca na dian af fairs, he had been in -
volved closely with Bal kans di plo macy for
some time, and he was an out spo ken pro po -
nent of ag gres sive ac tion against the Serbs.7 8

Upon hear ing of the Mrkale shell ing, for ex am -
ple, he sug gested pub licly that the proper re -
sponse might be a bomb ing cam paign against
the Serbs of up to six months.79 Hol brooke’s
opin ion was im por tant be cause by the sum mer
of 1995, he was the de facto lead agent of the
Con tact Group, and it was his small team of
Ameri can dip lo mats and mili tary of fi cers that
con ducted face- to- face shut tle ne go tia tions
with the Serbs and other bel lig er ent lead ers
dur ing the bomb ing cam paign. These shut tle
ne go tia tions took the Hol brooke team to Yugo -
sla via at the start of the bomb ing, to Brus sels
and the NAC dur ing the pause, to Ge neva for a
ma jor face- to- face meet ing of the fac tional
lead ers on 8 Sep tem ber, to the United States,
back to Bel grade on the 13th and to a host of
other points in be tween.

The irony of Hol brooke’s call for ro bust
bomb ing was that the UN and NATO could
not and did not ini ti ate DE LIB ER ATE FORCE
to in flu ence the peace pro cess. Of fi cially and
pub licly, NATO ini ti ated the cam paign to
pro tect the safe ar eas. But as Am bas sa dor
Hunter pointed out, it would have been na ive 
to think that the air at tacks would not un der -
mine the Serbs’ mili tary power and co erce

them dip lo mati cally. Nev er the less, Hunter
believed that the bomb ing had to be “rep re -
sented” merely as an ef fort to pro tect the safe
ar eas. The con sen sus within the NAC for air ac -
tion rested solely on sup port for the UN Se cu -
rity Coun cil reso lu tions. There was no overt
gen eral com mit ment to bomb the Bosnian
Serbs into talk ing.8 0

Also dur ing the time of DE LIB ER ATE
FORCE, the in ter ven tion was con duct ing two
mili tary op era tions of con se quence to the
course of di plo macy. UN peacekeep ing forces
re mained in the re gion though their role was
mainly pas sive dur ing the pe riod of of fen sive
air op era tions. In the weeks prior to the start
of bomb ing, the UN had qui etly drawn its
scat tered peacekeep ing units in from the field 
and con cen trated them in more de fen si ble
po si tions. This pro cess rushed to con clu sion
in the fi nal hours be fore bomb ing ac tu ally be -
gan. Dur ing the bomb ing, these forces mainly 
held their po si tions or con ducted lim ited pa -
trol op era tions, but they did not go on the of -
fen sive. At the same time, ele ments of NA TO’s 
Rapid Re ac tion Force (RRF) took an ac tive,
though lim ited, role in the in ter ven tion’s of -
fen sive. The RRF de ployed into the Sara jevo
area, be gin ning in mid- June. Dur ing the first
two days of DE LIB ER ATE FORCE, its ar til lery
units shelled Bosnian Serb mili tary forces in
the Sara jevo area. These bom bard ments cer -
tainly had some ef fect on Serb mili tary ca pa -
bili ties, and they proba bly had some ef fect on
their dip lo matic cal cu la tions. How ever, given 
the lack of em pha sis placed on them by the
dip lo mats in ter viewed by the BACS teams,
the ef fects of these ac tivi ties on dip lo matic
events proba bly were lim ited, at least in re la -
tion to the ef fects of the air cam paign and of
the mili tary op era tions of re gional anti- Serb
forces. At the same time, the pas sive value of
the peacekeep ing forces as a brake on the abil -
ity of the Serbs to more or less walk into the
re main ing safe ar eas and take them, or to take
in ter ven tion peacekeep ers hos tage, cer tainly
must have been a fac tor in mili tary cal cu la -
tions—though one not ex plored in depth by
the BACS.

All dip lo mats and sen ior mili tary com -
manders in ter viewed by the BACS at trib uted
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great mili tary and dip lo matic im por tance to
Croa tian and Bosnian of fen sive op era tions
against lo cal Serb forces, which had be gun
be fore DE LIB ER ATE FORCE and which con -
tin ued in par al lel to it and af ter wards. These
of fen sives be gan in the spring of 1995, and
they marked the end of the over whelm ing
mili tary ad van tages of Ser bian forces. In May
the Croa tian army be gan a suc cess ful of fen -
sive to re es tab lish gov ern ment con trol of
west ern Sla vo nia. Then, in late July, the Croa -
tian army launched a ma jor of fen sive—Op -
era tion STORM—to re take the kra jina and to
re lieve the Ser bian siege of the so- called Bi hac 
Pocket—a small area un der Bosnian con trol.
In a few days, a Croa tian force of nearly one
hun dred thou sand well- equipped troops pene -
trated the kra jina at doz ens of places and cap -
tured Knin—a vi tal cen ter of Croa tian Serb
power. Over the next sev eral weeks, the Croa -
tians sys tem ati cally cleared the kra jina of
Serb re sis tance, mov ing gen er ally from west
to east.81 At the same time, forces of the
Bosnian Fed era tion launched a se ries of op -
era tions against the Bosnian Serbs. Un der
pres sure from the United States and other in -
ter ven ing gov ern ments, the Bosnian Croat
and Mus lim fac tions had re es tab lished the
Fed era tion in March 1994 and, since that
time, had worked to im prove the com bat ca -
pa bili ties of its army. By the sum mer of 1995,
the Bosnian army was ready to go on the of -
fen sive, and—as the Croats swept around the
north ern bor ders of Serb- held Bos nia—it
struck west and north to push the Serbs back
from the cen ter of the coun try. Caught be -
tween a ham mer and an an vil, the Serbs re -
treated pre cipi tously, and by mid- September
the Croa tian gov ern ment con trolled its ter ri -
tory—and the pro por tion of Bos nia un der
Serb con trol had shrunk from 70 per cent to
about 51 per cent.

The ex is tence of a pow er ful ground of fen -
sive in par al lel to DE LIB ER ATE FORCE com -
pli cates any de ter mi na tion of the air cam -
paign’s dis tinct in flu ence on di plo macy.
Un doubt edly, the Croat- Bosnian of fen sives
dras ti cally al tered the mili tary pros pects not
only of the Serb fac tions in the two coun tries
but also those of the Ser bian lead ers of the

former Yugo sla via. Even be fore the Croa tians
launched their kra jina of fen sive, Slo bo dan
Mi losevic of fered to act as a peace bro ker be -
tween the Bosnian Serbs and the in ter ven -
tion. At the time, some ob serv ers at trib uted
Mi losevic’s move to his con cerns over the
grow ing strength of non- Serb mili tary forces
and over the wors en ing eco nomic con di tion
of his coun try, brought on by UN sanc tions.82

In this light, one re gional spe cial ist, Nor man
Ci gar, ar gues that the Ser bian mili tary re -
verses on the ground were more im por tant
than the air op era tions of DE LIB ER ATE
FORCE in get ting them to ac cept UN de -
mands. Ground op era tions, Ci gar ar gues,
con firmed for the Serbs that they were los ing
con trol of the mili tary situa tion and, thus,
had a pro found im pact on their dip lo matic
cal cu la tions. In his view, the air cam paign
had mini mal di rect ef fect on the Serbs’ mili -
tary ca pa bili ties and, con se quently, had lit tle
im pact on their di plo macy.83

Sen ior dip lo matic and mili tary lead ers
inter viewed by the BACS—and some ana -
lysts—gen er ally saw a more syn er gis tic re la -
tion ship be tween air, ground, and dip lo matic
op era tions in terms of their ef fects on the cal -
cu la tions of the Serbs. Though most peo ple
em pha sized that the si mul ta ne ity of the two
cam paigns was un planned, they also rec og -
nized that their con junc tion was im por tant to 
the ul ti mate out come of ne go tia tions.84 Just
as the Bosnian Serbs were fac ing their great est 
mili tary chal lenge on the ground, the air cam -
paign dras ti cally un der mined their abil ity to
com mand, sup ply, and move their forces. The 
com bi na tion of ef fects placed them in a much 
more im me di ate dan ger of mili tary col lapse
than would have the land or air of fen sives
sepa rately. Also, the Bosnian Fed era tion of -
fen sive es tab lished a di vi sion of ter ri tory be -
tween it and the Serb fac tion that al most ex -
actly equalled the 51/49 per cent split called
for in in ter ven tion peace plans and re con -
firmed at the Ge neva peace talks on 8 Sep tem -
ber 1995. Am bas sa dor Hol brooke main tained 
that this event greatly eased the sub se quent
peace ne go tia tions at Day ton, Ohio, since it
placed the Serbs in the po si tion of merely ac -
knowl edg ing an ex ist ing di vi sion of ter ri tory,
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rather than in a po si tion of giv ing up hard-
 won ter ri tory that they pre vi ously had re -
fused to re lin quish.85

Moreo ver, every dip lo mat and sen ior com -
mander in ter viewed be lieved that the air cam -
paign dis tinctly af fected the moral re sis tance of
the Serb lead ers and, con se quently, the pace of
ne go tia tions. Prior to the bomb ing, Am bas sa -
dor Chris to pher Hill ob served that Presi dent
Mi losevic “al ways had a rather cocky view of
the ne go tia tions, sort of like he’s do ing us a fa -
vor,” but af ter the bomb ing be gan, “we found
him . . . to tally en gaged . . . [with an] at ti tude of
let’s talk se ri ously.”86 Not sur pris ingly, Hol -
brooke and Am bas sa dor Hunter per ceived that
Serb dip lo mats re laxed some what when the
bomb ing pause be gan on 1 Sep tem ber. When
the bomb ing re started on 5 Sep tem ber, Hol -
brooke per ceived that Ser bian dip lo matic re sis -
tance weak ened rap idly, to the verge of col -
lapse.87 This ef fect was clear at the meet ing
be tween Hol brooke’s ne go ti at ing team and the
Serbs on 13–14 Sep tem ber. At the meet ing, Hol -
brooke found Mladic “in a rush” to end the
bomb ing 8 8—so much so that the meet ing had
hardly be gun when Mi losevic pro duced Presi -
dent Karadzic and his mili tary com mander,
Gen eral Mladic, to par tici pate di rectly in the
talks. Mladic, who had the figu ra tive noose of
an in dicted war crimi nal around his neck, ar -
rived at the meet ing look ing “like he’d been
through a bomb ing cam paign.”89 Af ter six
hours of ne go tia tions, the Serbs uni lat er ally
signed an agree ment to cease their at tacks on
and re move their heavy weap ons from Sara -
jevo, with out a quid pro quo from Hol brooke
or the UN of stop ping the bomb ing. Am bas sa -
dor Hill at trib uted this ca pitu la tion to the
threat of fur ther bomb ing.90 In ter est ingly, as he 
left the meet ing, Karadzic plain tively asked
Hol brooke, “We are ready for peace. Why did
you bomb us?”91

NATO dip lo mats on the North At lan tic
Coun cil also rec og nized the im por tance and
value of the bomb ing cam paign. Their col lec -
tive de ci sion to author ize air op era tions in
the first place was clear evi dence of their ex -
pecta tion that the po ten tial bene fits of the
opera tions out weighed their risks. Am bas sa -
dor Hunter learned the depth of his com pa tri -

ot’s com mit ment to the bomb ing op era tions
at the very be gin ning of the bomb ing pause.
On the same af ter noon that the pause be gan,
Secretary- General Claes called a meet ing of
the NAC to con firm that the mem bers re -
mained will ing to let op era tions re sume when 
the com mand ers deemed nec es sary. For his
part, Hunter an tici pated some re sis tance to al -
low ing the cam paign to re start. To his
surprise, all mem bers fa vored re sum ing the
bomb ing if the Serbs failed to show evi dence
of com ply ing with UN de mands. Hav ing got -
ten over the ques tion of re start ing the cam -
paign with un ex pected ease, Hunter re called
that the real de bate—one that con sumed
“about an hour- and- a- half” of the Coun cil’s
time—was over whether to give the Serbs 48
hours or 72 hours to com ply.92 Hav ing taken
the in ter na tional and do mes tic po liti cal risks
of ini ti at ing DE LIB ER ATE FORCE, the mem -
bers of the NAC were de ter mined to see it
through.

Am bas sa dors Hol brooke and Hunter of -
fered two dis tinct but in ter re lated ex pla na -
tions for the pro found and im me di ate in flu -
ence of the bomb ing on Ser bian dip lo matic
re sis tance. Am bas sa dor Hol brooke’s ex pla na -
tion was to the point. Serb lead ers, he felt,
were “thugs and mur der ers” who con se -
quently re sponded well to force.93 Am bas sa -
dor Hunter painted a more cal cu lat ing pic -
ture of the Ser bian lead ers. In his view, they
un der stood in the late sum mer of 1995 that
their sole re main ing dip lo matic ad van tage in
the Bosnian con flict lay in their abil ity to ma -
nipu late the in ter nal di vi sions within and
among the NATO and UN mem ber states. The
Serbs knew, Hunter be lieved, that nei ther or -
gani za tion could take de ci sive ac tion against
them un less con sen sus ex isted in the NAC
and at least in the UN Se cu rity Coun cil. For
that rea son, they should have taken the NAC’s 
en dorse ment of the Lon don agree ment and
the UN secretary- general’s trans fer of the air-
 strike “keys” to his mili tary com mander as
dis turb ing omens. Based on past ex pe ri ence,
how ever, the Serbs also had rea son to hope
that nei ther or gani za tion was really se ri ous
and would back off af ter a few half hearted air
strikes. The bomb ing pause proba bly re kin -
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dled that hope. The NAC de bate of 2 Sep tem -
ber, which Hunter be lieved the Serbs were
privy to, and the re sump tion of the bomb ing
it self shat tered that hope.94 The ac tion was
hard evi dence that the UN’s and the NAC’s
ex pres sions of una nim ity and com mit ment
were real. Thus, even more than the on go ing
ad vances of the Bosnian Fed era tion forces
and the ini tial start of the bomb ing, the
knowl edgeable par tici pants in ter viewed by
the BACS team all agreed that re sump tion of
the bomb ing be came the piv otal mo ment of
the cam paign. In Am bas sa dor Hill’s es ti mate,
the bomb ing “was really the sig nal the
Bosnian Serbs needed to get to un der stand
that they had to reach a peace agree ment.” 95

Hunter be lieved that the de ci sion and the act
of re sum ing the at tack clearly sig naled to the
Serbs that the UN and NATO were com mit ted
to win ning a de ci sion and that their op por tu -
ni ties for mili tary suc cess and dip lo matic ma -
neu ver were run ning out.

An in ter est ing fea ture of DE LIB ER ATE
FORCE, given the close con nec tion be tween air 
op era tions and di plo macy, was that the di rect
op era tional com mander, Gen eral Ryan, and
the prin ci pal ne go tia tor, Am bas sa dor Hol -
brooke, never spoke to one an other dur ing the
op era tion. Hol brooke spoke fre quently dur ing
the cam paign with UN com mand ers and on
sev eral oc ca sions with Ad mi ral Smith and Gen -
eral Joul wan, SACEUR. He even con ferred with
the NAC dur ing the bomb ing pause. But he
never spoke with the in di vid ual mak ing the im -
me di ate de ci sions about the se quence, pace,
weap ons, and other tac ti cal char ac ter is tics of
the air at tacks. Thus, for his part, Gen eral Ryan
never spoke to the in di vid ual who most di -
rectly ex ploited the dip lo matic ef fects of his op -
era tions. What they knew of one an other’s per -
cep tions, pri ori ties, and in ten tions was de rived
in di rectly from in for ma tion flow ing up and
down their re spec tive chains of com mand.

From a le gal is tic per spec tive, the lack of
con tact be tween Hol brooke and Ryan was
proper and po liti cally nec es sary. First, as a US
State De part ment rep re sen ta tive and the
leader of the Con tact Group, Hol brooke had
no for mal place in ei ther the UN or the NATO
chains of com mand. Prop erly, any con tact

be tween him and Ryan should have moved
up through State De part ment chan nels over
to the sec re tary of de fense or to the NAC and
then down through those chains of com mand 
to Ryan, who acted both as the com mander of
the USAF Six teenth Air Force and as a NATO
air com mander. Given the cir cum stances, the
NATO chain of com mand was really the op -
era tive one. Sec ond, any di rect con tact with
the air com mander pos si bly would have
e stablished the per cep t ion that  the
bombing was sup port ing Hol brooke’s di plo -
macy—some thing that nei ther the UN nor
NATO wanted to hap pen. Am bas sa dor Hunter 
sug gested that mem bers of the NAC wouldn’t
have wanted any di rect con tact be tween Ryan
and Hol brooke, “other than to keep one an -
other vaguely in formed, that is to ex change
in for ma tion.” All po liti cal de ci sions re lated
to the air cam paign, he said, had to be made at 
the NAC. Hunter be lieved that any “tac ti cal”
co op era tion be tween the gen eral and the dip -
lo mat would have been a “very big mis take”;
had Ryan ad justed his op era tions in re sponse
to in for ma tion passed to him by “any ne go -
tia tor,” the NAC would have “had his
head”—es pe cially if some thing went wrong.9 6

As a con se quence, dur ing DE LIB ER ATE
FORCE, Ad mi ral Smith wanted no di rect con -
tact be tween his air com mander and Hol -
brooke. The ad mi ral avoided op era tional or
tar get ing dis cus sions with Hol brooke or his
mili tary dep uty, US Army lieu ten ant gen eral
Wes Clark, be cause he “did not want ei ther of
them to even think they had an ave nue by
which they could in flu ence [him].”97 Fully
aware of his ex clu sion from the NATO and
UN com mand chan nels, Am bas sa dor Hol -
brooke never based his pre–DE LIB ER ATE
FORCE ne go ti at ing plans on a bomb ing cam -
paign, even though he be lieved that it would
greatly fa cili tate a suc cess ful out come.98

Un avoid able as it was un der the cir cum -
stances, the lack of con tact be tween Hol brooke
and Ryan ap pears to have al lowed dis con nects
in their un der stand ings of key is sues. Those dis -
con nects, in turn, ap pear to have in flu enced the 
way the two in di vidu als pur sued their mis sions. 
For ex am ple, Gen eral Ry an’s con cern over col -
lat eral dam age at least proba bly ex ceeded that
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of the US dip lo mats in volved. While the gen -
eral was con cerned that a sig nifi cant collateral-
 damage event, par ticu larly  one caus ing the
deaths of ci vil ians, might rob the air cam paign 
of its po liti cal sup port be fore it had de ci sive
ef fect, the US dip lo mats in volved gen er ally be -
lieved that the air cam paign had enough po liti -
cal sup port per haps even to carry it through a
se ri ous in ci dent of col lat eral dam age.99 In re -
gards to the cli mate of opin ion in the NAC, Am -
bas sa dor Hunter pointed out that too much do -
mes tic po liti cal capi tal had been in vested by
the mem ber states to start bomb ing op era tions
for them to be brought to a halt by the un in -
tended death of ci vil ians and sol diers.100 No
one was ad vo cat ing cas ual slaugh ter, but the
net fo cus of the in ter ven tion’s dip lo matic com -
mu nity was on get ting re sults from what may
have been NA TO’s last bolt in Bos nia, rather
than on pre vent ing or re act ing to in ci dents of
col lat eral dam age.

Whether clos ing this dis con nect be tween
NATO air lead ers—mainly Ryan and Ad mi ral
Smith—and their dip lo matic coun ter -
parts—mainly Hol brooke and Hunter—would
have changed the flow of events is, of course,
specu la tive. Even had they known that the dip -
lo mats were not poised to end the air cam paign
at the first in ci dent of sig nifi cant col lat eral
dam age (what ever “sig nifi cant” meant in this
case), Smith and Ryan cer tainly would not have 
re duced their ef forts to mini mize col lat eral
dam age and casu al ties from the bomb ing. For
mili tary, le gal, and moral rea sons, nei ther
leader had any in ten tion of do ing any more
harm to the Bosnian Serbs than was re quired by 
their mis sion to pro tect the safe ar eas. Likely,
Ad mi ral Smith would have still ex pected Ryan
to worry about every DMPI, weapon, and other
de ci sion rele vant to get ting maxi mum ef fect at
mini mum col lat eral cost. But know ing that the
dip lo mats were not as sen si tive to col lat eral
dam age as they thought, might have given the
mili tary com mand ers a sense that they had
more time to con duct their op era tions. That, in
turn, might have let them slow down the pace
of the bomb ing—some thing that might have
been de sir able, even if just to re duce the wear
and tear im posed by the ac tual pace of op era -
tions on eve ry one, from Gen eral Ryan to the

per son nel in the fly ing units in the field. In -
deed, at one point dur ing the bomb ing, some
CAOC staf fers briefly dis cussed slow ing down 
the pace of the cam paign in the in ter est of
safety. Peo ple, in clud ing the air crews, were
be gin ning to show signs of fa tigue. But they
re jected the idea in short or der, be liev ing that
the dip lo matic vul ner abil ity of the op era tion
re quired maxi mum ef fort to en sure that it
had a de ci sive ef fect be fore it was shut down
for po liti cal rea sons.101

There was also a dis con nect be tween Ry an’s
and Hol brooke’s un der stand ings of the dy nam -
ics of the bomb ing cam paign and its pos si ble
du ra tion. With his jets fo cus ing their at tacks al -
most ex clu sively on the tar gets cov ered in op -
tions one and two of OPLAN 40101, around 10
Sep tem ber Gen eral Ryan passed up word to his
com mand ers that he would run out of such ap -
proved tar gets in a cou ple of days at the pres ent
pace of op era tions. For their part, Ryan and his
plan ners did not nec es sar ily equate run ning
out of cur rently ap proved tar gets as mean ing
that the cam paign had to end auto mati cally.
There were sev eral tar get ing op tions avail able
that could have per mit ted a con tinua tion of the 
bomb ing. These in cluded (1) hit ting or re hit -
ting unde stroyed DMPIs among the tar gets al -
ready ap proved, (2) add ing and/or ap prov ing
new option- one- and- two tar gets to the list, or
(3) hit ting option- three tar gets. In fact, AIR -
SOUTH plan ners were al ready look ing at new
option- one- and- two tar gets, and Gen eral Joul -
wan had al ready raised the option- three is sue
with the NAC, with a nega tive re sponse.102 Nev -
er the less, in the sec ond week of Sep tem ber, AF -
SOUTH had sev eral op tions for use fully ex tend -
ing the air cam paign, should that be po liti cally
or mili tar ily re quired. How ever, that was not
the in for ma tion that got to Am bas sa dor Hol -
brooke and his boss, Sec re tary of State War ren
Chris to pher. Based on his con ver sa tions with
Ad mi ral Smith and a re port to the Na tional Se -
cu rity Coun cil on 11 Sep tem ber by the vice-
 chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Adm Wil -
liam Owens, Am bas sa dor Hol brooke re calls
that he and the sec re tary un der stood une quivo -
cally that run ning out the ex ist ing tar get list
meant the end of bomb ing op era tions. Be cause
that news had such dras tic im pli ca tions for his
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ne go tia tions, Hol brooke re lates, he im me di -
ately asked Ad mi ral Owens to see if there was
some way to ex tend the cam paign.103 In ter est -
ingly, Gen eral Ryan later could not re call ever 
hear ing about the am bas sa dor’s in ter est in
stretch ing things out.104

What ever the causes of the in for ma tional
dis con nect be tween Ryan and Hol brooke, it
had an im me di ate ef fect on Ameri can and, it
fol lows, Con tact Group di plo macy. Af ter the
NSC meet ing, Hol brooke re lates, Sec re tary
Chris to pher di rected him to re turn im -
mediately to Bel grade to re sume ne go tia tions
with Presi dent Mi losevic. The two states men
had been plan ning to wait a week longer be fore 
reen gag ing the Ser bi ans, in the hope that the
con tin ued bomb ing would fur ther sof ten their
ob sti nate re sis tance to meet ing both the UN’s
and the Con tact Group’s de mands. In other
words, Hol brooke was de ter mined to get the
Serbs to halt their at tacks on the safe ar eas and
to be gin mak ing the ter ri to rial con ces sions nec -
es sary to give re al ity to the just com pleted Ge -
neva Agree ment. But with the end of of fen sive
air op era tions ap par ently im mi nent, Chris to -
pher ad justed his dip lo matic plan, and Hol -
brooke left for Ser bia im me di ately, to get what
he could from the Serbs be fore the bomb ing
ended.105 For tu nately, al though it was al ready
be com ing pub lic knowl edge that NATO was
run ning out of option- two tar gets and was un -
likely to shift to op tion three, the Serbs were
beaten and ready to ac cept the UN’s de mands
at least.106 Con se quently, Hol brooke got lit tle
for the Con tact Group other than prom ises to
par tici pate in some sort of peace con fer ence,
but he did get the Serbs’ com mit ment to lift the
sieges and pull their heavy weap ons out of the
Sara jevo ex clu sion zone. At trib ut ing his par tial
suc cess to the need to get a set tle ment be fore
the Serbs re al ized the im pend ing halt to the
bomb ing, Hol brooke later re lated that “I would 
have been . . . will ing to con tinue the ne go tia -
tions, if Smith or Joul wan had said, ‘Boy we
have a lot of great tar gets left out there.’ ”107

Again, ar gu ing that clos ing the dis con nect
be tween Ryan and Hol brooke on this is sue
might have re shaped the air cam paign re -
mains a mat ter of specu la tion, even if it had
been pos si ble to do so. Af ter all, Ryan was still

func tion ing as a NATO com mander, and Hol -
brooke was not in his chain of com mand; fur -
ther, for rea sons of po liti cal sen si tiv ity, he
was not even free to dis cuss op era tions
openly with the air com mander. How ever, in
ac tual prac tice, the op era tional and po liti cal
bound- ar ies be tween the UN and NAC, on the
one hand, and the United States and the Con -
tact Group, on the other, were not as sharp as
the for mal dip lo matic ar range ments sug gested.
To be sure, the bomb ing was un der way to se -
cure the safe ar eas and pro tect peacekeep ers,
but most lead ers in volved un der stood that
those ob jec tives were not likely to be ob tained
un less the Serbs were hum bled mili tar ily and at
least agreed to se ri ous ne go tia tions over the po -
liti cal and ter ri to rial pro pos als of the Con tact
Group. Simi larly, while the UN of fi cially had
the po liti cal lead in terms of sanc tion ing and
bene fit ing from the bomb ing, it was Am bas sa -
dor Hol brooke who ex er cised the prac ti cal dip -
lo matic lead dur ing DE LIB ER ATE FORCE. It was 
he, in fact, who ex tracted the con ces sions from
the Ser bian lead ers on 14 Sep tem ber that al -
lowed the UN and NATO to an nounce suc cess
and “turn off” their keys. He was, there fore, act -
ing as a de facto dip lo mat for the other in ter na -
tional or gani za tions, even if none could say so.
Thus, while the political- military ar range ments
ex ist ing around DE LIB ER ATE FORCE made
good for mal sense at the time, their ar ti fi ci al ity,
in terms of what was go ing on op era tion ally,
clearly in flu enced the course of di plo macy and
air op era tions in ways that ar gua bly were un de -
sir able. In point of fact, the in di rect ness of the
flow of in for ma tion be tween Ryan and Hol -
brooke cre ated a situa tion, in ef fect, in which
the com mand ers pressed their op era tions to get 
their full dip lo matic ef fect be fore the dip lo mats
ar bi trar ily cut off the bomb ing. This oc curred
even as the dip lo mats scram bled to get what
dip lo matic ef fect they could be fore the com -
mand ers ar bi trar ily cut off the bomb ing. The
irony of the situa tion is no ta ble.

Even af ter it ended, DE LIB ER ATE FORCE—or
at least its mem ory—re mained an ac tive fac tor 
in the shape and pace of sub se quent ne go tia -
tions for Bosnian peace. For mal talks were
taken up in No vem ber at Wright- Patterson
Air Force Base, near Day ton, Ohio. Hol brooke 
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con sid ered it a for tui tous choice of venue. Ar -
riv ing Serb dip lo mats walked from their air -
planes past op era tional com bat air craft
parked on the ramp nearby. Hill ar ranged to
hold the wel com ing ban quet on the floor of
the United States Air Force Mu seum, where
the Serbs lit er ally sat sur rounded by “an awe -
some dis play of air power,” in clud ing some of 
the very air craft and weap ons re cently used
against them.108 Ac cord ing to their Ameri can
es cort of fi cer, the Serbs re mained tight-
 lipped about their im pres sions of the
event.109 But there is no doubt of the im por -
tance that the key in ter ven tion ist dip lo mats
at tached to keep ing air power be fore the Ser -
bian dip lo mats.

Implications
Dur ing the course of their re search, the

BACS team mem bers ob served and de scribed
a number of things about DE LIB ER ATE
FORCE that carry im por tant im pli ca tions for
the plan ners of fu ture air cam paigns. Once
again, this ar ti cle only sum ma rizes those im -
pli ca tions that some—though not nec es sar ily
all—of the team mem bers felt had value
beyond the spe cific cir cum stances of
DELIB ER ATE FORCE. For all its unique ness,
DELIB ER ATE FORCE of fers broadly use ful
im pli ca tions be cause one can de scribe its key
char ac ter is tics with some pre ci sion. For the
NATO air men in volved, it was a stra te gi cally
lim ited, tac ti cally in tense, high- technology,
coa li tion air cam paign, con ducted un der
tight re straints of time and per mis si ble col lat -
eral dam age; fur ther, it was aimed at co erc ing
po liti cal and mili tary com pli ance from a re -
gional op po nent who had no air power. To
the ex tent that mili tary plan ners will plan fu -
ture air cam paigns in the con text of some or
all of these char ac ter is tics, they should first
un der stand what the DE LIB ER ATE FORCE ex -
pe ri ence sug gests theo reti cally about how
things might work un der simi lar cir cum -
stances.

As a first ob ser va tion, the de ter mined and ro -
bust char ac ter of DE LIB ER ATE FORCE was es sen -
tial to its near- term suc cess. The cam paign’s ob -
jec tives were lim ited, but to achieve them,

NATO air men had to be free to make their
plans and exe cute their op era tions within the
full lim its of ap pro pri ate bounda ries of po liti -
cal ob jec tives and the laws of war—all of
which should have been, and gen er ally were,
en cap su lated in the rules of engage ment. A
half hearted, overly re strained, or in com plete
air cam paign likely would have been dis as -
trous to NATO and UN credibil ity—and it cer -
tainly would have prolonged the war. As
RAND re searcher Ste ven Hos mer re cently con -
cluded, a weak air cam paign proba bly would
have “ad versely con di tioned” the Bosnian
Serbs and other fac tions to be lieve that both
bomb ing and the in terven tion ists were in de ci -
sive and, there fore, that they should fight on.
“To reap the psy cho logi cal bene fits of air -
power,” Hos mer wrote, “it is also im por tant to
avoid ad verse con di tion ing. The en emy must
not see your air at tacks as weak or im po tent.
The hesi tant . . . bomb ing cam paign against
North Viet nam in 1965 is a prime ex am ple of
ad verse con di tion ing. The hesi tant use of
NATO air power in the former Yugo sla via prior
to mid- 1995 is an other ex am ple of ad verse con -
di tion ing.”110 In par al lel, Am bas sa dor Hol -
brooke felt that the ac tual tar gets struck dur ing
DE LIB ER ATE FORCE were less im por tant to its
ef fect on Bosnian Serb lead ers than the fact that
the NATO cam paign was sus tained, ef fec tive,
and se lec tive.111

As a sec ond ob ser va tion, precision- guided
mu ni tions made DE LIB ER ATE FORCE
possible. Given the cam paign’s re straints of
time, forces avail able, and its po liti cal sen si -
tivi ties, NATO could not have un der taken it
with out a rela tively abun dant sup ply of PGMs 
and air plat forms to de liver them. Pre ci sion
weap ons gave NATO air men the abil ity to
con ceive and exe cute a ma jor air cam paign
that was quick, po tent, and un likely to kill
peo ple or de stroy prop erty to an ex tent that
would cause world opin ion to rise against and 
ter mi nate the op era tion. The BACS team
found no sub stan ti ated es ti mates of the
number of peo ple killed by DE LIB ER ATE
FORCE.112 The sim ple fact that Bosnian Serb
lead ers made no ef fort to ex ploit col lat eral
dam age po liti cally in di cates that they had lit -
tle to ex ploit. Had NATO and UN lead ers ex -
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pected enough col lat eral dam age to give the
Serbs a po liti cal lever, they proba bly would
not have ap proved ini tia tion of DE LIB ER ATE 
FORCE, or if such dam age had be gun, they
proba bly could not have sus tained the op era -
tion po liti cally for long. In deed, as Am bas sa -
dor Hunter re called, trust in the im plied
prom ise of NATO air men to exe cute their air
cam paign quickly and with mini mal col lat eral 
dam age per mit ted the mem bers of the NAC to
ap prove its ini tia tion in the first place.113 Had
those dip lo mats doubted that prom ise, DE LIB -
ER ATE FORCE never would have hap pened,
and had NATO air men failed to de liver on ei -
ther part of their prom ise, the cam paign al -
most cer tainly would have come to a quick
end.

The third ob ser va tion fol lows from the
first two: NA TO’s pri mary re li ance on air-
 delivered pre ci sion weap ons dur ing DE LIB ER -
ATE FORCE shielded the in ter na tional in ter ven -
tion in Bos nia from “mis sion creep.” Had NATO
cho sen to con duct a joint air and ground of -
fen sive against the Serbs or to rely on non pre -
ci sion aer ial weap ons in the bomb ing cam -
paign, DE LIB ER ATE FORCE cer tainly would
have in volved greater casu al ties on both
sides. In stead of a se ries of just over a thou -
sand care fully placed ex plo sions and a few
sec onds of air craft can non fire, DE LIB ER ATE
FORCE likely would have in volved pro -
tracted op era tions by tens of thou sands of
troops, sys tem atic air and ar til lery bar rages in 
sup port of their ad vance across the land, and
thou sands more ex plo sions of not so pre -
cisely placed bombs and ar til lery shells. Put
an other way, in any form but an indepen-
 dent air cam paign, DE LIB ER ATE FORCE
would have given the Serb fac tion a vastly
greater op por tu nity to fight back and in flict
casu al ties on NATO and UN forces. Rea sona -
bly, the Serbs would have fought back, at
least long enough to see if kill ing some
number of in ter ven tion ist troops would
break the will of their po liti cal lead ers. The
prob lem with such casu al ties, how ever, is
that they could have re shaped the po liti cal,
nor ma tive, and emo tional na ture of the op -
era tion. Tele vised re ports of rows of dead
Bosnian Serb sol diers, shelled towns, lines of

refu gees, and NATO body bags likely would
have re shaped every par tici pant’s view of the
con flict, and there would have been more
time for those changed views to have po liti cal 
ef fect. Of course, there is no way to tell if a
pro tracted air- land cam paign or non pre ci sion 
bomb ing cam paign would have changed
what was NA TO’s “dis ci pli nary” peace-
 enforcement mis sion into “real war” mis -
sions of re treat, con quest, or ret ri bu tion. The
very un cer tainty of the di rec tion in which the
in ter ven tion ist mis sion would have crept un -
der scores the value of air pow er’s char ac ter is -
tics of pre ci sion, con trol, and se cu rity in this
par ticu lar peace op era tion.

The fourth ob ser va tion is that con tacts be -
tween mili tary lead ers and some key dip lo mats do
not seem to have kept up with the pace of events
just be fore and dur ing DE LIB ER ATE FORCE. Be -
cause of limi ta tions of the in ter view in for ma -
tion the BACS team col lected, the width of the
gap in the dip lo matic and mili tary dis course is
not clear, but it is clear from the evi dence col -
lected that the gap ex isted and that it shaped
po liti cal and mili tary events to some de gree.
Per haps most sig nifi cantly, Am bas sa dor Hol -
brooke and Gen eral Ryan made plans and took
ac tions in ig no rance of one an other’s po si tions
in key ar eas such as col lat eral dam age and ex -
tend ing the air cam paign. Re flect ing on the
pos si ble dip lo matic con se quences of the dis -
con nect be tween him and Ryan over the prac ti -
cal ity of the cam paign, Hol brooke wrote, “I re -
gret greatly that . . . I did not have di rect con tact
with Ryan; it might have al lowed us to fol low a
dif fer ent, and per haps tougher, strat egy.”114

Moreo ver, while the bu reau cratic dis tance be -
tween these in di vidu als may have been un der -
stand able un der the cir cum stances of this op -
era tion, it may not have needed to ex tend to an
ab so lute pro scrip tion of con tact be tween them.
Speak ing from his per spec tive as a member of
the NAC, Am bas sa dor Hunter, for one, in di -
cated that a pas sage of fac tual in for ma tion be -
tween the com mander and the dip lo mat proba -
bly should have hap pened. At the same time, it
is clear from the con text of Hunter’s state ment
that he still thought that no con tact be tween
Ryan and Hol brooke could have been al lowed
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to give the im pres sion that they were ac tu ally
co or di nat ing their ef forts.115

In con trast to the re flec tions of the dip lo -
mats, Ad mi ral Smith and Gen eral Ryan re -
mained con vinced, nearly two years af ter the
fact, that any di rect con tact be tween Hol -
brooke and AIR SOUTH would have been im -
proper and too risky dip lo mati cally to be
worth try ing. Both com mand ers be lieved that 
such con tact would have vio lated the es tab -
lished mili tary chain of com mand and the
proper in ter face be tween the dip lo matic and
mili tary lead er ship. In Ad mi ral Smith’s view,
had he al lowed Hol brooke and Ryan to talk,
he would have placed the whole op era tion at
risk dip lo mati cally, and he also would have
un der mined his boss, Gen eral Joul wan.116 In
sepa rate com ments, Gen eral Ryan ech oed
that po si tion, main tain ing that to “even hint” 
at di rect co or di na tion be tween him and Hol -
brooke was “lu di crous.” Since part of Hol -
brooke’s sanc tion to ne go ti ate in the Bal kans
came from the UN, and since NATO was like -
wise op er at ing at the be hest of the UN, Ryan
ar gued that the proper level of co or di -
nation be tween the dip lo mat and sol dier
should have and could only have oc curred at
the “stra te gic level.” Thus, Ryan sug gested
that the real area of in quiry in this is sue may
lie in the pos si ble in ade quacy of the in for ma -
tion flow be tween the NAC and UN lead ers.117

The op era tive point re mains, how ever,
that Ry an’s and Hol brooke’s ac tivi ties were
in tertwined dur ing the bomb ing, re gard less
of the bu reau cratic and dip lo matic ar range -
ments and  fic tions main tained, and that
those ar range ments did not ade quately sup -
port their re quire ments for in for ma tion. The
im pli ca tion of this for the fu ture ar chi tects of
po liti cally charged, fast- paced mili tary in ter -
ven tions is that they must pay close at ten tion
to keep ing the for mal and in for mal com mu -
ni ca tions chan nels and bounda ries be tween
sol diers and dip lo mats cur rent, co or di nated,
and flexi ble. It also will be im por tant to make
sure that the right sol diers and dip lo mats are
talk ing to each other at the right time, within
lim its and on top ics ap pro pri ate to the cir -
cum stances. This may mean that they re main
linked cleanly and tra di tion ally at the tops of

their re spec tive chains of com mand. But it
also may be that in the close- coupled
political- military en vi ron ments of fu ture
peace op era tions, for ex am ple, some link ages
at sub or di nate lev els will be ap pro pri ate. This
ob ser va tion cer tainly does not jus tify dip lo -
mats muck ing about with tac tics or sol diers
hi jack ing di plo macy. Nor does it bow to gen -
er al ized be liefs that dip lo mats and sol diers
op er ate in sepa rate realms. The re al ity is that
war is about di plo macy and that di plo ma cy’s
fi nal sanc tion is war. Dip lo mats and sol diers
will al ways be in each other’s “mess kits.” The
real is sue is how both groups can an tici pate
and edu cate them selves and one an other on
the ap pro pri ate bounda ries and rules of their
re la tion ship un der given cir cum stances. The
political- military ex pe ri ence of DE LIB ER ATE
FORCE should prove to be an in ter est ing case
study in that edu ca tional pro cess.

Fifth, and in a simi lar vein, while the fo cus
and style of Lieu ten ant Gen eral Ry an’s lead er -
ship was man dated by and ap pro pri ate to the im -
me di ate task of keep ing the air cam paign po liti -
cally vi able, they also cre ated stresses within
AIR SOUTH staff ele ments that may have be come 
prob lems had the cam paign con tin ued much
longer. Given the ne ces sity of en sur ing that
the tar gets, weap ons, and tac tics of every at -
tack sor tie were se lected and con trolled to
mini mize the pos si bil ity of col lat eral dam age, 
Gen eral Ry an’s de ci sion to cen tral ize such de -
ci sions to him self made sense. But mak ing all
those de ci sions day- to- day locked the gen eral
into 18- hour work days with mini mal time
and en ergy to con sider the other re spon si bili -
ties that fall to a sen ior com po nent com -
mander. Part of this load was picked up by
Ma jor Gen eral Short, Ry an’s chief of staff,
who stayed in Naples to over see AIR SOUTH’s
ad min is tra tive, lo gis tics, per son nel, and pub -
lic re la tions tasks and to main tain day- to- day
li ai son with Ad mi ral Smith. Short was up to
the task, but he did com ment to the team that
at times he lacked the con tin ual con tact with
the CAOC that he needed to ful fill his li ai son
and press re spon si bili ties in a timely man ner.
From the CAOC it self, sev eral staf fers com -
mented that Ry an’s cen trali za tion of tech ni -
cal de ci sions of tar get ing and weaponeer ing
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cre ated a di vi sion within the CAOC staff. On
one side of this di vi sion, they felt, was a small
group of a half- dozen of fi cers who also
worked un sus taina bly long days to help the
gen eral make his tac ti cal de ci sions. On the
other side was the bulk of the several-
 hundred- strong CAOC staff who did lit tle
more than gather and dis trib ute data and who 
tended to feel un deru til ized in com pari son to 
Gen eral Ry an’s ar gua bly over worked in ner
core. Ob vi ously, one can make too much of
this is sue, par ticu larly since the BACS was not
char tered and equipped to col lect the com -
pre hen sive so cio logi cal and or gan iza tional
data nec es sary to credi bly de scribe the real ef -
fects of Ry an’s or any one el se’s lead er ship.
But the patchy evi dence col lected by the team 
does sug gest that fu ture air com mand ers and
their sub or di nates should be aware that the
sty lis tic—as well as the sub stan tive—ele ments
of lead er ship will have far- reaching ef fects on 
the work, mo rale, and en dur ance of their
staffs. Fur ther, it sug gests a po ten tially valu -
able line of in quiry for fu ture re search.

Sixth, de spite the rela tive small ness of their
force struc ture, NATO com mand ers chose to con -
duct their op era tions for op era tional- and
strategic- level ef fects, rather than tac ti cal ones.
In US force- planning terms, AF SOUTH con -
ducted DE LIB ER ATE FORCE with about a
two- fighter- wing- equivalent com bat force
and an ap pro pri ate sup port slice of re con -
nais sance, sur veil lance, elec tronic war fare,
SEAD, lift, and other air craft. AIR SOUTH
com mand ers had the op tion of con duct ing
their at tacks for pri mar ily tac ti cal ef fects, by
con cen trat ing on the Ser bian ma te riel tar gets
en com passed in op tion one. In stead, they
elected to fo cus their at tacks on option- two
tar gets to achieve broader and quicker op era -
tional and stra te gic re sults, namely by de -
stroy ing the mo bil ity and com mand in fra -
struc ture of the BSA and thereby co erc ing its
lead ers to ac cede to UN de mands. In other
words, the NATO air force was not the gi ant
fielded for DE SERT STORM, but it still had a
stra te gic op tion. This is an im por tant point
for US air plan ners pon der ing the prob lems
of con duct ing air war in sec on dary thea ters,
where they per haps will be al lo cated rela -

tively small forces to ac com plish big jobs in a
hurry. It is also im por tant for the plan ners
and com mand ers of smaller air forces. The
pos ses sion of a stra te gic or lead- force op tion
is less de pend ent on the size of an air force
than on the military- political cir cum stances,
doc trine, ma te riel, and available tar get ing
op tions. It fol lows then that the lead ers and
budget mas ters of air forces of even mod er -
ate size should not re ject the stra te gic- and
operational- level op tions of air war fare out of
hand. If their an tici pated em ploy ment op por -
tu ni ties sug gest the util ity of stra te gic at tack,
broad- ranging in ter dic tion op era tions, or
other asym met ric ways of bring ing air power
to bear against their ene mies, then they
should step up to mak ing the ap pro pri ate in -
vest ments in air ve hi cles, mu ni tions, sup port
in fra struc ture, com mand and con trol sys -
tems, and so forth.

Sev enth, and at a more tac ti cal level, for
NATO air men, the op era tional fea tures of this
lim ited con flict dif fered lit tle from those of ma jor 
war. They at tacked the Bosnian Serbs in 1995
with the air craft, tac tics, weap ons, and op era -
tional tem pos that they would have ex pected
to em ploy against the War saw Pact seven
years be fore, at the close of the cold war. That
ob ser va tion sug gests sev eral things about the
flexi bil ity of air power. First, it im plies that
air pow er’s role in the sphere of low in ten sity
con flict (LIC) con tin ues to ex pand as new
strate gies, weap ons, and sen sor sys tems im -
prove the abil ity of air men to find and de stroy 
im por tant tar gets of all types un der vary ing
con di tions. To the ex tent that a given LIC or
op era tion other than war re quires mili tary
sur veil lance and at tacks (and most do), the
DE LIB ER ATE FORCE ex pe ri ence sug gests that 
air power is be com ing an ever more equal
part ner with ground power. Moreo ver, the
fact that or di nary air tac ti cal units flew DE -
LIB ER ATE FORCE speaks to the rela tive ease
with which one may shift such units be tween
con flicts, as com pared to ground forces.
Ground units of ten re quire months of train -
ing to pre pare for the dif fer ing tac ti cal tasks of 
vari ous types of con flicts. Train ing a bat tal ion 
for peace op era tions, there fore, can re duce its
ca pa bili ties and avail abil ity for con ven tional
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war. That is less of ten and less ex ten sively the
case for air units. Squad rons pre par ing for
strike op era tions in Ko rea, for ex am ple,
would not find strike op era tions over Bos nia
much dif fer ent in con cept and ba sic tech -
nique; of course, they might find some ad -
just ment for lo cal con di tions of ge og ra phy
and weather. Once again, one should not
over state this point. For ex am ple, air men in -
volved in DENY FLIGHT re port that some of
their spe cific bat tle skills, such as fly ing
high- performance air com bat ma neu vers, de -
graded in the course of pa trol ling the skies
over Bos nia for months on end. Moreo ver,
the rela tive flexi bil ity of sur face forces, as
com pared to air forces, be comes a vari able
fac tor as one be gins to look at spe cific mis -
sions and tasks—and at dif fer ent branches,
such as in fan try and ar til lery.

This sum mary of the Bal kans Air Cam -
paign Study now turns to a fi nal ob ser va tion
about the de ci sive ness of DE LIB ER ATE FOR -
CE’s con tri bu tion to end ing the con flict in
Bos nia. In gen eral, air power was a de ci sive
fac tor in end ing the 1992–95 Bosnian con -
flict, but one must un der stand its spe cific
con tri bu tion in re la tion to the state of the
con flict and to other events un fold ing in the
re gion. Like all strug gles, the Bosnian con flict 
was go ing to end some day. Ei ther ex haus tion
or the vic tory of one side or the other would
bring it to a close. The crea tion of the Bosnian 
Fed era tion in March 1994 and the sud den
suc cesses of its forces in the spring and sum -
mer of 1995—in con cert with those of Croa -
tia—sug gested that mili tary domi nance and
vic tory were slip ping, per haps per ma nently,
from the grasp of the Bosnian Serbs. Nor man
Ci gar, a long- time ana lyst of the Bal kans re -
gion, con vinc ingly ar gues that some Bosnian
Serbs and cer tainly Slo bo dan Mi losevic re al -
ized that at the time.118 Moreo ver, for do mes -
tic po liti cal rea sons of his own, Mi losevic
needed the fight ing to stop and, ac cord ingly,
tried to po si tion him self as a peace bro ker in
July.119 Nev er the less, the long- term out come
of the con flict and its likely length still were
not in sight at the end of August 1995. No one 
had solid rea sons to think that the blood shed
in Bos nia would not con tinue for at least an -

other cam paign sea son or longer. Sig nifi -
cantly, the Serbs were still ad vanc ing against
the safe ar eas in east ern Bos nia, even as they
gave up ground in the west ern ar eas. But the
out side world had seen about as much butch -
ery and mind less in hu man ity in Bos nia as it
could stand. To put it bluntly, they wanted
the war to end—or at least to get off the Ca ble
News Net work. At the Lon don con fer ence in
July, the in ter ven tion ists an nounced that
they in tended to miti gate or, if pos si ble, end
the hor ror—by us ing air power. And that’s
what DE LIB ER ATE FORCE did. It did what
three years of fac tional ground fight ing,
peacekeep ing, and in ter na tional di plo macy
had yet to achieve. Al most at the in stant of its
ap pli ca tion, air power stopped the at tacks on
the safe ar eas and made fur ther large- scale
fight ing over Bosnian ter ri tory largely point -
less. In so do ing, it dras ti cally al tered the mili -
tary situa tion on the ground, and it gave the
UN and NATO con trol of the pace and con -
tent of the peace pro cess.

In sum mary, then, the pres ent pe riod of
peace proba bly came to Bos nia in the fol low -
ing way: First, Bosnian Fed era tion and Croa -
tian ground ad vances in the spring and sum -
mer of 1995 gave the Serbs a long- term sig nal
that their op por tu ni ties for fur ther mili tary
gains were com ing to an end. Ameri can dip lo -
mats in ter viewed by the BACS team sug gested 
that the Fed era tion ad vance also had the for -
tu nate con se quence of bring ing the dis tri bu -
tion of land un der Fed era tion and Ser bian
con trol al most ex actly to the 51/49 per cent
split be ing called for at the time in UN and
Con tact Group peace plans.120 This de vel op -
ment proba bly in flu enced the peace cal cu la -
tions of sev eral Serb lead ers, but the dip lo -
mats gen er ally agreed that its great est value
may have been to fa cili tate the fi nal set -
tlement at the Day ton peace talks in the
follow ing No vem ber. Sec ond, the DE LIB ER -
ATE FORCE air cam paign “broke” the Serbs
and was the proxi mal cause of the ces sa tion of 
large- scale fight ing in Bos nia and of the Serb
agree ment to par tici pate in fu ture peace talks
ac cord ing to a time ta ble set by the in ter ven -
tion. Third, the pro vi sion for a fed eral gov ern -
ment in the peace plan made ac qui es cence to
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UN and Con tact Group de mands more pal -
at able for the Serbs. Since the Fed era tion po -
tentially of fered them one of their dear est
objec tives—a de gree of po liti cal auton omy—it 
seems rea son able that it low ered their will -
ing ness to fight on in the face of si mul ta ne -
ous NATO air at tacks and ground of fen sives
by their re gional ene mies. This last point re -
quires fur ther re search, once it be comes pos -
si ble to in ter view Bosnian Serb lead ers on
their views of the link age be tween DE LIB ER -
ATE FORCE and their po liti cal de ci sions. As
one should ex pect in any con flict, then, the
in ter ven tion ist coa li tions achieved their aim
of stop ping the fight ing in Bos nia by blend -
ing di plo macy and mili tary force, by plan and 
by hap pen stance, into a com bi na tion that si -
mul ta ne ously co erced the Bosnian Serbs and
made it eas ier for them to give in to UN and
Con tact Group de mands.

As a con se quence, DE LIB ER ATE FORCE ul ti -
mately im pressed the BACS team as the crea -
tion of doc tri nally and op era tion ally so phis ti -
cated dip lo mats, air lead ers, and plan ners. As
they had done in the gen eral case of DENY
FLIGHT, NATO air men crafted and exe cuted
the bomb ing cam paign against the Bosnian
Serbs in an op ti mal man ner that ac com mo -
dated the con flict ing po liti cal, dip lo matic, op -
era tional, and tech no logi cal limi ta tions and
con straints of their situa tion. At the same time,
many of the key forces and events that shaped
the con text and suc cess of DE LIB ER ATE FORCE 
were, in fact, be yond the con trol or the cog ni -
zance of even the sen ior plan ners in volved.

Like most, if not all, mili tary op era tions, the
out come of DE LIB ER ATE FORCE was the
prod uct of good plan ning, cour age, and luck.
Cer tainly, the cam paign plan was not per fect
in its con cep tion and exe cu tion. Where pos si -
ble, the BACS team tried to identify and de -
scribe its more im por tant imperfec tions, all
the while keep ing in mind that hind sight does
not guar an tee a clear vi sion of what was or was 
not the best way to do some thing. In the main,
how ever, the various team mem bers tended to
be more im pressed by the suc cess of the cam -
paign than with pos si ble er rors of plan ning and
exe cu tion.

The con clu sion of this re port, then, is that
air power de liv ered what it prom ised in DE -
LIBER ATE FORCE. It was a de ci sive ele ment
in bring ing a new pe riod of peace to Bos -
nia—quickly, cleanly, and at mini mal cost in
blood and treas ure to the in ter ven ing states
and, in deed, to the Bosnian Serbs. For the
United States, if its na tional se cu rity strat egy
of global en gage ment is to last very long, its
mili tary forces will have to pro vide simi lar
suc cesses at simi larly low costs—per haps
many times. It is use ful to know, there fore,
that in the case of Bos nia in mid- 1995, air -
power not only was the lead arm of Ameri can
in volve ment in the re gion but also was
almost cer tainly the only po liti cally vi able of -
fen sive arm avail able for use by the United
States and any of its part ners to end in a con -
trol la ble way an ugly war of in de ter min able
cause and un cer tain fu ture.  
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